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Summary 

When reconciliation directives, also referred to as reconciliation instructions, are included in an 
annual budget resolution, their purpose is to require committees to develop and report 
reconciliation legislation that will achieve the budgetary goals set forth in the annual budget 
resolution. The reconciliation directives included in the budget resolution specify several things, 
including the committee instructed to report reconciliation legislation, the level of budgetary 
changes the committee should report, and the date by which the committee should report. 

Although reconciliation directives included in an annual budget resolution direct a committee to 
report legislation achieving a specific budgetary outcome by a specific date, there is no 
procedural mechanism for enforcing this date. Committees have often reported reconciliation 
legislation in response to their directives after the date specified, with no impact on whether the 
resultant legislation was considered under House and Senate procedures as reconciliation 
legislation. 

In some years, committees have not formally responded to the reconciliation directive instructing 
them to report legislation. Although there is no procedural mechanism for enforcing the date 
included in the committee’s reconciliation directive, Congress may employ methods of moving 
forward with reconciliation legislation that falls within a non-reporting committee’s jurisdiction 
in the event that the committee has not yet reported. These methods vary by chamber and are only 
employable in certain situations. 

Both the legislative committees and the Budget Committees in both chambers have important 
roles to play in using the reconciliation process. This report examines the timing of certain stages 
of the reconciliation process and the extent to which the submission due date included in a 
reconciliation instruction is a predictor for the timing of committee response. Specifically, it 
provides information on the dates by which committees have been directed to respond to 
reconciliation directives and the timing of House and Senate committees in responding to such 
directives in the past 10 Congresses ( 1 0 1 st - 1 11 th Congresses). 

This report will be updated as needed. 
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The Reconciliation Process 

The purpose of the reconciliation process is to enhance Congress’s ability to bring existing 
spending, revenue, and debt-limit laws into compliance with current fiscal priorities established in 
the annual budget resolution. 1 When Congress adopts a budget resolution, it is agreeing upon 
budgetary goals for the upcoming fiscal year. In some cases, for these goals to be achieved, 
Congress must pass legislation that alters current revenue, direct spending, or debt-limit laws. In 
this situation Congress seeks to reconcile existing law with its current priorities. The 
reconciliation process is still a relatively new congressional process in that there have only been 
23 reconciliation bills passed by Congress since the first use of reconciliation in 1980. 



Overview of the Reconciliation Process 

Budget reconciliation is an optional congressional process that consists of several different stages 
(Figure 1). The first stage in the reconciliation process is the adoption of the budget resolution. If 
Congress intends to utilize the reconciliation process, reconciliation directives (also referred to as 
reconciliation instructions) must be included in the annual budget resolution. These directives 
trigger the second stage of the process by instructing individual committees to develop and report 
legislation that would change laws within their jurisdiction related to spending, revenue, or the 
debt-limit. These directives detail which committee(s) should report reconciliation legislation, the 
date by which the committee(s) should report, the dollar amount of budgetary change to be 
achieved in the reconciliation legislation, and the time period over which the impact of the 
budgetary change should be measured. 2 If a single committee is directed in the budget resolution 
to develop reconciliation legislation, it will likely be instructed to report this language directly to 
its full chamber. If, however, several committees are directed to report reconciliation legislation, 
they typically will be directed to submit the language to their respective Budget Committee for 
packaging, without any substantive change, into an omnibus measure. 3 

During the second stage of the reconciliation process, the specified committee develops 
legislation in response to the reconciliation directive included in the budget resolution. The 
committee will then meet to vote whether to report that language. The committee may vote to 
report the language favorably or unfavorably, the latter meaning that although it satisfied its 
directive, the committee did not support the language. 4 

As stated above, if more than one committee has been directed to report reconciliation legislation, 
they are directed to submit such language to their respective Budget Committee. The Budget 
Committee then packages all committee responses into an omnibus budget reconciliation bill 



1 As provided in the Congressional Budget Act of 1974 as amended, Titles I-IX of P.L. 93-344, 2 U.S.C. 601-688 (the 
Budget Act). Section 310 of the act is codified at 2 U.S.C. 641. Although the reconciliation process was first used by 
the House and Senate in 1980 (for FY1981), this report focuses on the period covering 1989 (for FY1990) through 
2009 (for FY2010). 

2 Directives sometimes also include language regarding the type of change that should be reported as well as procedural 
provisions, contingencies, and programmatic direction. For more information on the language of directives, see the 
section below. 

3 Section 310(b)(2) of the Budget Act. 

4 For example, on October 15, 1990, the Post Office and Civil Service committee voted unanimously to report 
unfavorably reconciliation language to satisfy its reconciliation directive. 
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without making any substantive revisions and votes on whether to report the omnibus 
reconciliation bill to the full chamber. In this way, both the legislative committees and the Budget 
Committees in both chambers have important roles to play in using the reconciliation process. 

During the final stages of the reconciliation process, the reported legislation is considered under 
expedited procedures in both the House and Senate. 5 As with all legislation, any differences in the 
reconciliation legislation as passed by the two chambers must be resolved before the bill can be 
sent to the President for the final stage of the process, either approval or veto. 

Sometimes the reconciliation process triggered in the annual budget resolution of a specific year 
is not completed until the subsequent year. For instance, the FY2006 budget resolution, 6 agreed to 
on April 28, 2005, included reconciliation directives that resulted in the enactment of two 
reconciliation bills, but these bills were not signed into law until February and May of 2006. 7 



Figure I . Major Stages of the Reconciliation Process 
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Source: Congressional Research Service. 



Reconciliation Directives 

As described above, Congress has the option of including reconciliation directives in its annual 
budget resolution. These directives trigger the reconciliation process, and without their inclusion 
in a budget resolution, no measure would be eligible to be considered under expedited 
reconciliation procedures. 

When reconciliation directives are included in an annual budget resolution, their purpose is to 
require committees to develop and report legislation that will allow Congress to achieve the 
budgetary goals set forth in the annual budget resolution. These directives detail which 
committee(s) should report reconciliation legislation, the date by which the committee(s) should 
report, the dollar amount of budgetary change that should exist within the reconciliation 



5 For more information on the consideration of reconciliation legislation in the House and Senate, see CRS Report 
RL33030, The Budget Reconciliation Process: House and Senate Procedures, by Robert Keith and Bill Heniff Jr. 

6 H. Con. Res. 95 (109 th Congress). 

7 Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (P.L. 109-171), signed into law on February 8, 2006, and Tax Increase Prevention and 
Reconciliation Act of 2005 (P.L. 109-222) signed into law on May 17, 2006. 
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legislation, and the time period over which the budgetary change should occur. They might also 
include language regarding the type of budgetary change that should be reported (revenue, 
spending, or debt-limit legislation), as well as other procedural provisions, contingencies, and 
programmatic direction. 

In this way, the reconciliation process allows the Budget Committees to assist Congress in 
implementing the budgetary changes outlined in the budget resolution, while at the same time 
protecting legislative committee jurisdiction over direct spending and revenue laws by allowing 
them to report legislative changes of their choice. 



The Committee(s) Directed to Report Reconciliation Legislation 

As described above, reconciliation directives in a budget resolution direct a specific committee or 
committees to develop legislation achieving a desired budgetary outcome. 

Single Committee Directive vs. Multiple Committee Directives 

In both the House and Senate, reconciliation instructions in a budget resolution have directed 
either a single committee to report or multiple committees to report. In cases when only one 
committee has been directed to report, the process directs the committee to report its 
reconciliation legislation directly to its full chamber. If the budget resolution instructs more than 
one committee to report reconciliation legislation, then those committees have been directed to 
submit their legislative recommendations to their respective Budget Committee. 8 The Budget 
Committee then packages the committee responses into an omnibus budget reconciliation bill 
without making any substantive revisions, and votes on whether to report the omnibus 
reconciliation bill. 

Particular Committees Directed to Report 

Any legislative committee with jurisdiction over spending, revenues, or the debt limit may be 
directed to report reconciliation legislation, and many have been instructed to report 
reconciliation legislation at some point. Because the Senate Finance Committee and the House 
Committee on Ways and Means each have jurisdiction within their respective chambers over all 
revenue and debt-limit legislation, as well as some direct spending legislation, these committees 
are often directed to report some type of reconciliation legislation when reconciliation directives 
are included in a budget resolution. Since 1989, 13 budget resolutions have included 
reconciliation directives to Senate committees. Twelve of those 13 budget resolutions directed the 
Senate Finance Committee to report reconciliation legislation. Similarly, since 1989, 13 budget 
resolutions have included reconciliation directives to House committees. Twelve of those 13 
budget resolutions directed the House Ways and Means Committee to report reconciliation 
legislation. 

In current practice, reconciliation may include direct spending legislation, but does not include 
discretionary spending provisions. Discretionary spending is subject to other enforcement 
mechanisms. 9 The Appropriations Committees have only been directed to report reconciliation 



8 Section 310(b) of the Budget Act. 

9 Discretionary spending levels are enforced by Section 302(f) of the Budget Act, which prohibits consideration of any 
(continued...) 
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